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Introduction 
  
 Outer space is a term that defines the space immediately beyond Earth's atmosphere. It has an 
immense value since its exploration for peaceful purposes has brought great advantages to humankind in 
several different fields. The benefits derived from space exploration, however, could potentially turn into a 
menace for worldwide population due to the incorrect exploitation of this natural resource.  

 Even before the launch of the first artificial satellite, the United Nations worked to provide the legal 
framework to avoid the militarization of outer space. The main goal is to avoid the placement of weapons in 
outer space as well as prohibiting the stationing of military devices on celestial bodies. Establishing a 
dialogue among Member States regarding the use of outer space remains a top priority for the UN, since the 
placement of the above-mentioned weapons, such as mass destruction devices, would endanger the entire 
human race.  Considering that armament races have already occurred through world history, the outer space 
could be used to host military tools. 

 Deterring this from happening is the international community's duty towards future generations. 
Regarding this topic, article IV of The Outer Space Treaty (Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of 
States in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space, including the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies) approved 
by the UN General Assembly on 19th December 1996 states: 
 “States Parties to the Treaty undertake not to place in orbit around the earth any objects carrying 
nuclear weapons or any other kinds of weapons of mass destruction, install such weapons on celestial bodies, 
or station such weapons in outer space in any other manner.” 

The Issue 

Historical background 
 Dreamed since ancient times, exploring beyond Earth's atmosphere became reality with the design of 
space crafts able to defy Earth gravity in the early 20th century. The research of Konstantin Tsiolkovsky in 
Russia, Robert Goddard in the United States and Hermann Oberth in Germany made it possible.  

 During WW2, scientists focused mainly on developing war missiles following the demand of 
governments involved in the conflict. 

 In 1987, the first artificial satellite was launched into space by the Soviet Union. Shortly after the 
Russian astronaut Yuri Gagarin became the first man to have orbited around the Earth. In response to the 
Soviet achievements, US President Kennedy stated that United States main goal was to send a man to the 
Moon and assure his safe return to the Earth by the end of the century. On 20 July 1969, Neil Armstrong set 
his foot on the Moon’s surface. Following this historical accomplishment, several others like the Apollo 
mission allowed the gradual exploration of outer space. Those missions simplified the mapping of celestial 
bodies such as Mars and obtaining clear images of Jupiter and Saturn.  



 Moreover, these explorations led to the launching of other satellites with various functions, although 
satellite communications, environmental discoveries, easier rescue operations and weather forecast became 
the main practical application of these devices.  

 According to the Esri satellite maps, 14,022 national and international satellites are currently 
orbiting around the planet Earth. The majority of them, roughly 78%, are not in function. The International 
Space Station is the most important; it is a research lab which orbits on geostationary orbit. Every year, the 
structure is visited by astronauts of different nationalities. 
 

 Satellite map updated as of 2017 

Preventing the militarization of outer space 

 During the nuclear weapons race of the Cold War, space exploration accomplishments became an 
integral part of superpowers’ policies to obtain military supremacy. 

 Apart from the Soviet operation, Almaz, during which Soviet astronauts shot an experimental space 
cannon, no weapon was ever stored on space crafts. On the other hand, satellites have been used for strategic 
espionage and still serve military purposes nowadays. For example, satellites were widely employed by the 
Coalition forces during the Gulf war to obtain fundamental intelligence. Since the early 1980s, the UN 
Conference on Disarmament kept immediately track of the severity of this issue and considered to draft a 
treaty regarding the prevention of armaments race in outer space. Following this lead, the General Assembly 
asked the Secretary General to issue a report, prepared between July 1991 and July 1993 by governmental 
experts, regarding the possible measures to build confidence among the Member States regarding the 
exploitation of outer space. According to the document, the development of space technology for military 
purposes triggers mistrust and suspicion among Member states endangering international diplomatic 
relations. While emphasizing the importance of the already existing legal framework, the Secretary General’s 
report urged to provide a wider set of measures to be implemented in order to obtain transparency regarding 
nations' activities in space aiming to contribute to the general global security. 

Space weapons 
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 Considering the rapid technological development of military tactical instruments, it is impossible to 
predict with certainty the risks posed by these weapons. In fact, military tactics and arsenal size data are 
usually state secret. Missiles represent one of the many offensive tools which could be used to militarize 
outer space and celestial bodies. These are weapons of mass destruction able to reach long distance targets 
which have been drawing international attention due to their political and diplomatic implications since the 
dawn of the Cold War. At the moment, there are no legally binding instruments specifically regarding the use 
of missiles, yet the proliferation of missiles is addressed in The Hague Code of Conduct and the Technology 
Control Regime. All around the world, national and international defense system have been developed to 
counteract ballistic attacks perpetrated by opposing countries. 

 The most innovative anti-ballistic system was recently produced by the American Defense Advanced 
Research Projects Agency. The Magneto Hydrodynamic Explosive Munition, or Project MAHEM, is able to 
target various approaching warheads and hit them with lethal precision. The MAHEM system is designed to 
shoot multiple explosive bullets able to penetrate and liquefy metal objects. In the future, artificial satellite 
and missiles could be carrying this equipment, changing radically the concept of world war. 

Use of outer space for peaceful purposes 

 As expressed by some delegations during the 60th session of the Committee on the Peaceful Uses of 
Outer Space held in Vienna in 2017, space science and technology hold an immense potential to benefit both 
developed and developing countries, and therefore should be employed for peaceful purposes.  

 The most pragmatic way to avoid outer space militarization and first weapon placement is 
recognizing the value of this resource. Building a strong general feeling of trust and transparency regarding 
this topic is fundamental to achieve this goal. Consequentially, member states have to be open about their 
space activities (as stated in the 1993 UN report on the prevention of an arms race in outer space) sticking to 
the international guidelines prescribing pre-launch notifications in accordance with the Hague Code of 
Conduct.  

 Furthermore, strengthening the existing legal framework is necessary to improve space environment 
safety and sustainability.  

 Meanwhile, developing countries should benefit both in social and economic fields, without 
discrimination of technological development, through international and local initiatives. The satellites 
launched in outer space orbiting around our planet are able to serve in many different fields. For example, 
the Islamic Republic of Iran employs satellites to monitor dust storms and drought in the entire Middle East 
area.  

 In addition, they are employed in natural resources management, global navigation systems, 
monitoring the effects of climate change and even more. 

Key states/organizations involved 
  
 Both United States and the Russian Federation, the Soviet Union’s heir, have been gradually 
dismantling their national ballistic arsenals. After the long lasting tensions caused by the Cold War, under the 
START treaties and more recently the NEW START treaty, the nuclear superpowers have overcome their 
discrepancies. However, in the last decade, their relations have been gradually worsening due to the mutual 
accusations of violating treaties in force. Apart from these allegations, at the moment the most critical 
situation remains the North Korean question.   

 In the recent years, the Democratic Republic of Korea has accelerated its weapon development 
program. Since 2006 several nuclear warheads and ballistic missiles tests have been performed. In response 



to these actions and the government’s refusal to comply with the previously approved directives, the UN 
Security Council approved the imposition of economic sanctions. After North Korea disputable withdrawal 
from the Non-Proliferation Treaty in 2003, the Six-Party Talk initiated including United States, Russia, 
China, United Kingdom and both Koreas representatives. However, in 2009, the North Korean government 
refused to remain bounded to the previous agreements and restarted the national arsenal development efforts. 
On 4 July 2017, they tested their first intercontinental ballistic missiles, which reached 2,500 km height in 
space and landed on Japan’s exclusive economic zone.  

 The latest ballistic missiles test was undertaken on November 28, 2017, while the North Korea 
international diplomatic relations are rapidly deteriorating. Intercontinental ballistic missiles are 5,500 
kilometers range missiles containing one or more warheads. These weapons are classified as weapons of 
mass destruction since their warheads could possibly contain nuclear, biological or chemical hazardous 
material. 

 While the Chinese outer space exploration program has not received a lot of media coverage, it 
raised concern in the international community due to the new program of exploration being interpreted as 
military efforts. The People’s Republic of China admitted that Tiangong, the unmanned satellite launched 
into Earth orbit in 2011, was in fact a military research lab. The satellite is part of the ongoing Chinese 
human space exploration. However, the satellite ceased to function in 2016 and it is predicted to return to 
Earth’s atmosphere in 2018. The Inter-Agency Space Debris Coordination Committee conducted a study 
which determined that the satellite-related debris will not cause any damage. This intergovernmental forum 
reunites experts from national and international space agencies to assess risks related to debris present in 
outer space. 

 Concluding this section, currently no Member States has the technological knowledge to place 
weapons in outer space. Nevertheless, studies in space laboratories are conducted for military purposes and 
the international community should remain seized on the matter. 

Previous attempts to solve the issue 

● Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer 
Space, including the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies 

 As one of the most important treaties regarding this topic, it entered into force on 10 October 1967,  
and sees as depositary members the Russian Federation, United Kingdom and the United States.  Currently, 
the number of states parties is 105. The treaty, apart from dictating general principles  regarding space 
exploration, states that outer space as well celestial bodies are not subject to national  appropriation and 
therefore should be accessible to every nation without any kind of discrimination.   
  

● Declaration of Legal Principles Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use 
of Outer Space 

  Being one of the first documents regarding this topic this declaration helped to create the first legal  
framework regarding the exploration of Outer Space. It was approved by the 1280th plenary meeting  o f 
the UN General Assembly on 13 December 1963. Emphasizing the importance of cooperation  a m o n g 
member states in order to achieve higher results; it provides that all member States should  render all 
possible assistance to astronauts in case of emergency distress signals or emergency  landing without 
considering their nationality. Moreover, it stresses the respect of all international  laws and requires special 
authorizations to undertake outer space activities that could potentially  damage or interference other 
countries.  
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● Hague Code of Conduct
The Hague Code of Conduct against Ballistic Missile Proliferation was adopted in 2002 in The  

Hague. This code aims to stop the proliferation of ballistic missiles restraining development, testing  
and deployment of these weapons. It provides transparency measures such as pre-launch  notifications. It 
does not prescribe the dismantlement of national ballistic arsenals but simply  requires signatories states 
to adhere to a code to conduct their trade in missiles. 

● Missile Technology Control Regime 

The Missile Technology Control Regime was formed in 1987 by the G-7 industrialized countries (Canada, 
France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the UK, and the United States). There are currently 35 members. This Treaty’s 
guidelines aim to limit the risks posed by the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. It establishes  
international approved methods to assure the safety of controlled items while preventing them from falling 
into the hands of dangerous third parties. This Treaty does not intend to “impede national space programs or 
international cooperation in such programs as long as such programs could not contribute to delivery systems 
for weapons of mass destruction”. 

● Convention on the registration of objects launched in outer space (Launch Registration 
Convention) 

This convention entered into force on 15 September 1976 and currently there are 43 state parties.  It 
established the creation of a new registry to record all objects launched into earth orbit or beyond into outer 
space. The information provided to the Secretary General must include the date and territory or location of 
the launch, essential orbital parameters, and the function or role of the object in space. 

● Proposed Prevention of an Arms Race in Space (PAROS) 

This Treaty is currently being discussed in the Conference for Disarmament. It would continue the efforts to 
prevent the militarization of outer space initiated by the approval of the 1967 Outer Space Treaty. The main 
goal of these measures remains avoiding the installation of weapons on celestial bodies or in space 
environment. 

Key events 
1920-1930 Konstantin Tsiolkovsky begins its studies regarding 

missiles’ technology

1926 robert Goddard successfully tested the first rocket 
using liquid fuel

4th October 1957 Sputnik 1 The first artificial satellite is launched by the Soviet 
Union

12th April 1961 Vostok Program The Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin is launched in 
the first manned spacecraft

13th December 1963 Declaration of Legal Principles Governing the 
Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of 
Outer Space

10th December 1967 Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of 
States in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space, 
including the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies

20th July 1969 first Moon landing The American mission Apollo 11 spacecraft lands 
on the Moon

15th  September 1976 Launch Registration Convention enters into force
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Possible solutions 

While elaborating a resolution regarding this topic, these following key points are recommended: 
● Taking into account member states liability for damages caused by the launching of objects into 

outer space and addressing it properly
● Encouraging international cooperation regarding all space activities and initiatives
● Reaffirming the fundamental articles contained in the Outer Space Treaty
● Encouraging more countries to sign the treaties currently in force
● Tackling eventual critical diplomatic situation concerning ballistic weapons which may transit in 

outer space
● Guaranteeing developing countries benefits from space exploration and satellites installation 
● Taking into consideration the Hague Code of Conduct measures such as pre-launch notifications to 

assure space environment safety

April 1987 Missile Technology Control Regime was formed  

20th November 1998 ISS The first component of the International Space 
Station is launched

25th November 2002 The Hague Code of Conduct is approved

4th July 2017 North Korea tests its first intercontinental ballistic 
missiles

28th November 2017 Latest North Korea IBM test
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